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Five Rules of the College and Career Game 


In a republic, the mission of higher education is to empower individuals to 
live fully in their time free from economic or public dependency. The mission 
endures, but times change. 


In the old industrial economy before the 1980s, high school was enough 
to provide middle class earnings for most Americans: two-thirds of jobs 
required workers with only a high school education or less. Now, except for 
about 20 percent of males who can still make it in the blue-collar sector, 
the high school economy is gone and it is not coming back. Two-thirds of 
jobs now require workers with at least some college. 


The variety of postsecondary programs and credentials today, however, has 
become a Tower of Babel, a system too vast for prospective students to 
comprehend and evaluate by institutional reputation alone. Postsecondary 
programs more than quintupled from 1985 to 2010, from 410 to 2,260. Since 


Because postsecondary education and training 
have become the most well-traveled pathways 
to middle class earnings, both students and the 


educators who serve them need to learn new rules 
of the college and career game. 


1950, the number of colleges and universities has more than doubled and 
the number of college students has increased tenfold. At the same time, the 
number of distinct occupations has tripled to more than 800. This blizzard 
of options and the lack of transparency have driven the higher education 
market toward mediocrity.* 
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Since 1980, tuition and fees at public four-year colleges and universities 
have risen 19 times faster than average family incomes.’ This has fueled a 
basic efficiency problem in higher education. As prices have risen, the United 
States has fallen from first to 10th in postsecondary credential attainment 
for people ages 25-34 among Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) nations.* Our Canadian neighbors, for example, now 
get a 56 percent postsecondary credential attainment rate by spending 2.6 
percent of their GDP on higher education. We get a 46 percent attainment 
rate by spending 2.7 percent of our GDP“ At the current US higher education 
productivity rate, we would have to spend almost $200 billion more annually 
to catch the Canadians.° We cannot afford that. As it is, students are saddled 
with college debt they cannot afford and taxpayers are saddled with an 11.5 
percent default rate on student loans.® 


The growing buyer's remorse among former students has made times even 
more uncertain. The majority of Americans (51%) would change their degree 
type, institution, or major if they could do it again, according to the results of 
a 2017 Gallup Poll.’ These regrets were influenced by a number of factors, 
but one was lack of information about degrees and the careers they could 
lead to. 


Because postsecondary education and training have become the most well- 
traveled pathways to middle class earnings, both students and the educators 
who serve them need to learn new rules of the college and career game. 
Students need to shop around for college because higher education is a 
student's first major investment in the transition from dependent adolescent 
to independent adult. Students deserve to know what they are paying for. 


These five rules can help 
students navigate the college 
game in these uncertain times. 
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Introduction 


Education level still 
Matters, and =) )\°) ||) 
more education Is better. 


Median earnings increase with each additional 
level of educational attainment. 
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Source: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of American Community Survey (ACS): 2009-2016 pooled one-year person level microdata files. 
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Education level matters 


Education level matters, but iN 
program of study and majors 
matter even more. 4 
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The difference in earnings between the highest (architecture and engineering) and lowest 

(education) bachelor’s degrees is $39,000. 
bachelor's and graduate 
degree are higher than the 


median earnings of a worker with 
just a high school diploma. 


MEDIAN EARNINGS BY FIELD OF STUDY & DEGREE 


$120,000 | $107,000 
e508 


$100,000 


BAs in architecture and 
engineering lead to median 
annual earnings of $85,000. 
This is more than 2X the 
median earnings of a worker 
with a high school diploma 
and $5,000 higher than the 
median earnings of a graduate 
degree holder. 
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Other majors earn considerably 
less. The median annual earnings 
of education majors are 
$46,000. This is still almost 
30% more than the median 
earnings of a worker with a high 
school diploma. 
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Majors matter more 
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While field of study is important, 
it does not control one's financial 
ss there is great variation in 


earnings within majors. 


The 25th percentile of architecture and engineering majors earn less than the 
75th percentile of majors in either the arts or humanities and the liberal arts. 


MEDIAN EARNINGS BY FIELD OF STUDY - TOP EARNERS VS. LOW EARNERS Ue 
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$67,000 
ce is the median annual earnings 


for a worker with a bachelor's 
degree in business. 


But, 25% of workers who 
majored in business 
$ are earning more than 


$100,000 a year. 


The top 25% of education 
majors earn almost as 
much as the bottom 
25% of architecture and 
engineering majors. 


FIVE RULES OF THE COLLEGE AND CAREER GAME  / 


Earnings vary greatly within majors 


Less education io ery rl > 


can be worth more. 


Some certificates pay more than some associate's degrees, some associate's degrees pay higher than some 
bachelor’s degrees, and some bachelor’s degrees result in higher earnings than some graduate degrees. 
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$60,000 annually. This is more than bachelor's degree the median earnings of a bachelor’s degree holder, as do arts experience the largest bump in 
holders who majored in the humanities and liberal arts. and psychology and social work majors. earnings from a graduate degree. 


Source: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of data from the US Census Bureau's American Community Survey (2009-2016 pooled one-year person level microdata files) and Survey of Income and Program Participation (2004/2008 combined panels). 


Rule 4 Less education can be worth more 
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Humanities and liberal arts majors 
never catch up with the highest 
earning majors. 


Earnings for social sciences majors drop off late in their careers, and they are 
passed by majors in business, biology and life sciences, and physical sciences. 


CAREER MEDIAN EARNINGS BY AGE & MAJOR 
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Source: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of American Community Survey (ACS): 2009-2016 pooled one-year person level microdata files. 
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PEAK EARNINGS 


ARCHITECTURE & ENGINEERING 


ARTS 


BIOLOGY & LIFE SCIENCES 


BUSINESS 


COMPUTERS, STATISTICS, & MATHEMATICS 


EDUCATION 


HUMANITIES & LIBERAL ARTS 


PHYSICAL SCIENCES 


PSYCHOLOGY & SOCIAL WORK 


SOCIAL SCIENCES 


Workers with a bachelor's degree but without 
advanced degrees who major in architecture 
and engineering; and computers, statistics, 
and mathematics earn more at age 25 
and continue to earn more than all other majors 


through age 59. 
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-- - Humanities & liberal arts majors never catch up in earnings 
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